
5. Core roles of
a facilitator

fi Practicing being content neutral

fi Practicing being a group process guide

fi Making your meeting more effective

fi Designing meetings
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Practicing being
content neutral

Objectives
At the end of the session participants…

fl have recalled  why it is important for a facilitator to be content neutral

fl have identified how questions can help a facilitator be content neutral

fl have practiced their facilitator’s skills by listening and questioning in a content

neutral situation

fl can list some alternatives for facilitators if the group is stuck and the

facilitator does not want to give the answer

Materials
Copied hand-outs

Time
2 hours

Steps
1. Review with participants the two core roles of a facilitator - being content

neutral and a process guide (see page 84).

2. Run a brainstorm why a facilitator should be content neutral. (The outcome of

group processes needs to be fully owned by the group. If a solution fails,

group members may feel that the facilitator has taken sides with some group

members, or may simply blame the failure on the facilitator.)

3. Explain that the two fundamental facilitation skills needed for being content

neutral are listening and questioning. Both these skills are needed at all times

by a facilitator but are especially critical to our understanding of how to be

content neutral.

4. Refresh participants’ memory of the six helper questions introduced in the

questioning session.

5. Explain that one model to help understand how open-ended questions can help

in remaining content neutral is to sequence the six helper questions in a

triangle. Using a flip-chart draw a triangle, starting at the foundation and

working your way up and around (see hand-out).

6. Draw out that as a facilitator we will always have our own ideas and it is

always tempting to give our own answer rather than supporting the group to

answer for themselves. Refer back to the brainstorm at the beginning of the

session.

7. Explain how you can build up a probing process through the triangle of

questions which can help a group/individual analyze a problem for themselves.

8. Distribute the hand-out and ask the group to split into pairs or trios. Ask

participants to think of a simple problem that they have pestering them in their

minds at the moment e.g. can’t give up smoking, problematic boss etc.

9. Explain that they are to share this problem with their partner and that their

partner, using the triangle model, is to ask questions to help you solve that
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problem for yourself. Under no circumstances is the questioner allowed to

suggest his/her own ideas to solve the problem (be aware that participants will

try to ask leading questions with their own ideas in the question e.g. “have you

ever tried…..?”)

10. After each person has had an opportunity to do some questioning and also be

questioned, bring the group back together again.

fi What happened? Was it easy or difficult? Why?

fi What did you do if you found your own ideas creeping into the question?

fi How did you use the model?

fi What type of questions were you asking? Were they always open-ended or

a mixture of open and closed?

fi How did you feel as the person with the problem being questioned?

11. Wrap-up the session by explaining that if we value being content neutral as

facilitators questioning can be a key skill to develop further. Participants must

bear in mind though that questions can also be used to lead or manipulate a

group. These types of questions should be avoided, especially at inappropriate

times. Explain that good questioning skills cannot be used without constructive

listening. If there is time ask the group to recall some listening barriers and link

them to being content neutral. Stress that it is important to develop and

practice both skills if you want to stay content neutral as a facilitator.

12. Post the list of ‘frequently asked questions’ about being content neutral and

ask participants to form groups to think about the answers (see hand-out).

Give one small group one question. After the group has discussed it, fill in their

suggestions in the blank column on the chart. Refer the group to the hand-out

for further suggestions.

13. Wrap up the session by explaining that there will be many more chances to

reflect on, and practice being, content neutral.

Comments
As this is quite an advanced session make sure your participants are familiar with

basic skills such as effective listening, questioning and probing prior to this

session.
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Using questioning to
be content neutral

Your mindset won’t help them!
One of the big mistakes facilitators make is that they impose their ideas on the

group as they search for an answer to a particular problem. This is often

because the facilitator has greater experience than the others in the group and

perhaps has seen the specific situation many times in the past. The temptation is

always there to try to get the group to see it your way.

In this case the group misses out on the opportunity to discover their own way to

the solution. They also lose the opportunity to discover a better way than that

which is possible using the facilitator’s frame of reference.

Facilitators must recognize that in many

instances working with mature experienced

people requires that we put our own mind set to

the side in order to remain neutral to help others.

How can a facilitator’s questioning help
groups analyze problems for themselves?
So if we should not give our answer to a groups

problem as a facilitator how can we help the

group? A good starting point is to use some

questions to further define the problem for the

group and then gradually encourage the group to

start analyzing the problem.

A combination of open-ended questions in a

sequence illustrated by the questioning skills

model can help. Make sure when you ask

questions that you are not putting your own

ideas into the question. Examples of this are…

Have you ever tried…………?

Fertilizer is a good solution. What do you think?

Why is it important to
remain content neutral as
a facilitator?
‡ If it was “just the

facilitator’s idea” then

there would be no group

ownership of the solution

‡ Constrains the creative

thinking process of the

group

‡ May be perceived by

some in the group as

favoring one type of idea

and taking sides

‡ Will interfere with the

sustainable agreement

process

‡ If the solution is not

successful the facilitator

will get the blame
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why

wherewhenwho

howwhat

A model for questioning

The six helper questions can be looked at in different way as shown in the model

above. Helper questions can help you find out all kinds of information and

promote mutual understanding between group members in different ways. The

“why” question is the question which can be the most intense as it is probing our

values and beliefs which can be very personal. Although it is very important for

group members to understand each others’ values and beliefs, sometimes the

question “why” can be interpreted as aggressive or defensive. As a facilitator

you should be conscious as to when and how you are using the question “why”.

You can still encourage the sharing of beliefs by building up the picture using the

questioning model. For example instead of asking “why” straight away you could

ask - What led you to think that way? or How did you come to that conclusion?

Using the questioning model in problem analysis

Values and beliefs

Ideas and opinions

Facts

æ

æ

æ

why

wherewhenwho

howwhat

Analyze the

problem

Define the

problem

æ

æ

Identify and

select the

solution

æ

æ

æ

Intensity

æ
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Suggestion

fi Check they understand the question and try asking

in different ways. Often questions remain

unanswered because they are badly phrased or

unclear. Reframe your questions in as many ways

as possible.

fi Try to find ways in which providing the answers

can be fun/less sensitive.

fi Observe group dynamics - dividing people up into

smaller groups may help.

fi Above all, ask yourself what is the underlying

reason why they won’t/can’t answer your

questions!

3

fi Many group members, especially in village

situations, are used to experts providing them with

the answer. They may also just be surprised to be

asked questions and you may need to explain your

role more carefully. It’s a change for them!

fi Get the group to list all the options let them know

you want to hear all their ideas. Often the craziest

ideas make the best solutions.

fi Persevere with the process.  When the group

realizes that they have the potential to find their

own answers they won’t be so critical next time!

3

fi Don’t introduce your ideas till you are sure that the

group have exhausted their own.

fi Introduce your idea as an option and present all

the advantages and importantly the disadvantages.

Encourage the group to analyze your idea in the

same way as all the others.

fi Find an innovative way to introduce the idea e.g.

through a visit, or an exchange of experience with

other groups who tried the same thing. Make sure

they don’t assume that just because they see you

as the expert that your answer is the only one.

Question

What if the group can’t

answer my questions?

Frequently asked questions on being content neutral

What if the group gets

frustrated, keeps asking

me questions and then

asks me for the answer

as I am the “technical

expert”?

If I have an idea which I

have seen working in

another group situation

can I introduce it?

3
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fi Your technical knowledge provides  a critical

background for guiding the group process.

fi You can help provide the group with lists of ideas

and options from others’ experiences and then

support them in the process of analysis.

fi Your technical knowledge can help you to know

when a group needs to analyze a problem

further. You may have the knowledge to help lead

them through that process.

3

fi You can suggest other options if you are sure

that you have encouraged them in all ways

possible to think for themselves.

fi It should never be advice but a list of options they

can explore further. You should provide them

with other contacts and resources as well.

fi Remember it is easy to give advice but it is NOT

easy to facilitate a group and help them analyze

problems and find solutions for themselves.

3

I am a “technical expert”

too! How and when can I

use my technical

knowledge as a

facilitator?

If they ask me for advice

can I give it?

Add your own…

3
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Practicing being a
group process guide

Objectives
At the end of the session participants…

fl have recalled why it is important for a facilitator to be a process guide

fl have identified how observing people’s behavior and group processes can

help a facilitator to be a process guide

fl can distinguish three types of behaviours in groups

fl have practiced observing people’s behavior and group dynamics

fl can mention the different stages of the group process

Materials
1. 400 balls in four different colors and numbered (The type of ball does not

really matter. It can be anything between the size of a ping-pong ball to a

tennis ball)

2. Big container for the balls

3. Copied observation sheet

4. Copied hand-out

Time
1 hour 30 minutes

Steps
1. Start the session by asking participants to recall what it means to be a

process guide, reviewing the learning points from the session “The role of the

facilitator” (page 78).

2. Introduce the different aspects of being a process guide. One aspect is

designing the meeting process and the other is supporting the group process.

Explain that this session will deal the last one (there are two other session that

deal with designing the meeting process on pages 110 and 117).

3. Explain that to be able to guide both people’s behavior and the group process

we first need to have a better understanding about both aspects. Tell

participants that in this session some ideas will be introduced that will form the

basis for later work when they will be practicing observing people’s behavior

and group dynamics.

4. Run a brainstorm about the things we can observe as a facilitator which helps

us understand group dynamics. Introduce briefly the three sets of predictable

group behaviours (see hand-out) to the group in a participatory way.

5. Ask one third of the participants to volunteer as observers. Hand them the

observation sheet. Explain the task by telling them that they have 15 minutes to

order the balls by color and number.

6. Start the assignment. Do not make notes on behavior or the group process

yourself.
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7. Stop the assignment after exactly 15 minutes. Ask the group to sit down and de-

role. Stress that we will not criticize individual group behavior but look at the

group as a whole.

8. Support participants to reflect on the exercise by asking the following

questions to the observers:

fi What happened? Who did what?

fi How were roles and responsibilities divided?

fi Did any type of behaviors dominate, task, group or self or were they

balanced? Did this change overtime?

fi Do you think a facilitator could have helped the group to be more effective

in achieving its task? How?

fi How can being aware of these types of behavior in a group help you

become a better process guide?

9. Explain that apart from group behaviors there is another aspect about groups

worth monitoring as a facilitator. This is the stages any group experiences.

Introduce the group stages one by one. You can ask participants to reflect on

the process they went through themselves as a group during the training

course.

10. Summarize the main learning points and distribute the hand-out.
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Practicing observing people’s behavior
and group dynamics

Observation Sheet:

Task-oriented behaviors

By whom Examples

3

Initiating

3

Information or opinion-seeking

3

Information or opinion-giving

3

Clarifying and elaborating

3

Summarizing

3

Consensus-seeking

3

Group-building behaviors

By whom Examples

3

Encouraging

3

Expressing group feelings

3

Harmonizing

3

Compromising

3

Gate-keeping

3

Self-oriented behaviors

By whom Examples

3

Blocking

3

Deserting

3

Bulldozing

3

Recognition-seeking

3

exercise
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Observing group behavior
and processes:

Fundamental skills for being a process guide

‡ What is observing when facilitating?

Observing is the ability to:
fi see what is happening without

judging it

fi interpret the non-verbal clues of

both individuals and the group,

objectively

Why bother?
Often people express a message

verbally but convey something different

non verbally. This is because people

are better at controlling what they say

than how they behave. This gives you,

as the facilitator, the opportunity to

cross-check what somebody actually

thinks or believes from the way that

person behaves or interacts. Non

verbal communication can convey

strong messages.

Tips -  -  -  -  - when using your
observation skills:
‡ Never assume that your

interpretation of body

language is right. Check with

the group (member) directly

or indirectly.

‡ Cross-check the messages

that people express verbally

with their non-verbal behavior.

‡ Respond to low energy levels

when you see the energy of

the group has dropped.

‡ Find ways to help the group

the verbalize how they are

feeling if you observe that the

process in the group is not

running smoothly.
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Good observation will help you to objectively:
fi assess the feelings and attitudes of individuals

fi monitor group dynamics, processes and participation

Therefore, it is very important as a facilitator to develop skills for observing this

type of non-spoken communication. You will need to do this quickly, and without

anybody really noticing it.

‡ What sort of things can you observe?
Within a group people interact in different ways, not only because of what is being

said but also how it is said. As a facilitator we should observe the following.

On an individual level:
fi use of the voice: whispering, shouting

fi style of communication: statements,

questions

fi facial expressions: yawning, smiling

fi eye-contact: searching or avoiding

fi gestures: types of movements with arms

and legs

fi posture: how people sit or stand

On a group level:
fi who says what?

fi who does what?

fi who looks at who when talking?

fi who avoids eye contact with whom?

fi who sits beside whom?

fi is it always like this?

fi who avoids whom?

fi what is the general level of energy?

fi what is the overall level of interest?

fi etc.

‡ How can observing group behavior
and processes help you become a process guide?
When working in groups, people tend to behave in predictable patterns. As groups

work together, they pass through successive stages of formal and informal

relationships. Attention to both aspects is crucial when facilitating groups.

‡ Predictable group behaviors
When working in groups, people tend to behave in one of three patterns:

fi one type of behavior helps the group to fulfill its task

fi another serves to create cooperation and support and

fi the third is focused on individual needs

Supporting group
behaviors
As your group becomes

more experienced, you

will find that behavior is

increasingly focused on

task and group-building

functions.

You can support this by

helping the group reflect

on the group process,

giving feedback, and by

encouraging individuals

to monitor their own

behavior.
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Task-oriented behaviors

Initiating

Information or

opinion-seeking

Information or

opinion-giving

Clarifying and

elaborating

Summarizing

Consensus-

seeking

Propose tasks or goals, define

group problems, suggest a

procedure or idea

Request facts, ask for

suggestions or ideas.

Offer facts, state beliefs, give

suggestions, or ideas.

Interpret or restate ideas and

suggestions, clear up

confusion, indicate alternatives

before the group, give

examples.

Pull together related ideas,

restate suggestions after the

group has discussed them,

offer a decision for the group

to accept or reject.

Check with the group to see

whether agreement has been

reached, or if it can possibly

be reached.

“A good place for us to start would be

to agree exactly what the problem is”

“I suggest we go around the group and

find out what experience each of us

has had with a similar problem”

“Bunna, you deal with this problem all

the time, what do you think we should

do next?”

“Pam, you have experience in this –

what would you suggest?”

“There are two ways open to us…”

Shall we do a short brainstorming

session to get our ideas on paper?”

“So you are proposing that we

present this agreement to the voters

of the referendum. Is that right?”

“That’s one way of going about it.

What about this alternative…”

“Let’s just have a look at the ideas on

the flip-chart. It seems to me that two

are possible to achieve, but that the

rest need further exploration.”

“We now have to decide which

decision to take. Is it A or B?”

“In spite of our differences, we seem

to all agree on one thing… Is that

correct?”

“What would it take for each of us to

agree on …?”

“Interesting question!”

“That issue is worth exploring”

“The sub-committee gave us clear

choices.”

Be responsive to others,

accept the contributions of

others, give others an

opportunity for recognition.

Encouraging

Group-building behaviors

3

3

3

3

3

3

3
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“That will never work!”

“If that is decided I won’t be part of it.”

“I don’t care.”

“Whatever you decide.”

“How can you claim that, you don’t

have any experience in this!”

“Based on my past experiences I can

assure you that this is the best

solution!”

Interfering with the process by

rejecting ideas, taking a

negative stand on all

suggestions, arguing, being

pessimistic, refusing to

cooperate.

Withdrawing in some way,

being indifferent, being too

formal, daydreaming,

whispering to others,

wandering of the subject.

Struggling for status, boasting,

criticizing, deflating the ego or

status of others.

Attempting to get attention by

boasting, or claiming a lot of

experience or great

accomplishments.

Blocking

Deserting

Bulldozing

Recognition-

seeking

Self-oriented behaviors

Expressing

group feeling

Harmonizing

Compromising

Gate-keeping

Sense feelings, moods, and

relationships within the group

and share personal feelings

with others.

Attempt to mediate differences

and reduce tensions by giving

people a chance to explore

their differences.

Offer a compromise, admit an

error, discipline yourself to

keep the group together even

when your idea or status is

involved in a conflict.

Keep the channels of

communication open and make

it easy for other to participate.

“It seems we are overwhelmed with

the amount of ideas.”

“I like the way we are working as a

team.”

“This has always been a controversial

issue. What is it, I wonder, that both

sides have in common?”

“You are right. I have been stubborn

on that point, I am prepared to…”

“That was my mistake. How about we

…”

“Lin, we haven’t heard from you in a

while. What do you think about…”?

“I have been doing most of the talking.

I’d really like to hear what each of you

think about it.”

Group-building behaviors (cont.)
3

3

3

3

3

3

3

3


